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Abstract
 This essay addresses some of the primary issues associated with the 
translation of Buddhist texts into Chinese, these texts playing an invaluable 
role in the development of Chinese Buddhism. Specifi cally, the author exam-
ines the debate of prose (wen) and accuracy (zhi) in the realisation of the 
translated texts.
 The early translations of Buddhist texts into Chinese were cooperative 
efforts between Buddhist monks from Central Asia and Chinese. One of the 
problems that arose with the translation was the question of literary style. 
There were those that valued prose (wen), and emphasised beautiful literary 
expression. There were those that valued quality (zhi), that is to say transla-
tions that accurately conveyed the meaning of the original text, and these 
two factions disagreed over the how the texts were to be translated. In the 
beginning, the Chinese valued literary prose over accuracy while the foreign 
monks valued the accuracy of the translation. With the passage of time, 
however, and the increasing number of Buddhist works translated, a remark-
able phenomenon occurred in which the Chinese Buddhist monks came to 
value accuracy, and the non-Chinese monks came to value the quality of the 
prose. This reversal of focus can be seen as one process of cultural exchange 
in which the reproduction of culture through the translation Buddhist texts 
led to mutual understanding and change in the respective cultures.
Key words
 Chinese translations of Buddhist works, the process of translation, Bud-
dhist texts and translation theory, the controversy of prose (wen) and accu-
racy (zhi)
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Introduction – Buddhist texts and Translation Studios
 Buddhist texts translated into Chinese 漢訳仏典 (kan’yaku butten)1) played 
the most important role in the development and receptions of Buddhism in China. 
As Okayama states that “it goes without saying that a necessary condition for the 
genuine reception of Buddhism by the Chinese as well as the immigrants to 
Xicheng 西域 (India and Central Asia) was the translation of the Buddhist texts 
from Xicheng into Chinese,” 2) without translations of Buddhist texts, it would 
have been impossible for Buddhism to have been received in China; neither could 
there have been a development of a uniquely Chinese interpretation of Buddhism. 
Therefore, the results of these translations of Buddhist texts from India and 
Central Asia are inextricably connected with the development of Chinese Bud-
dhism and therefore invaluable.
 The scholars of ancient Chinese Buddhist history have long been aware of 
this importance. Hui Jiao 慧皎 (497–554) edited a collection of biographies of 
historically important Buddhist monks of the Liang 梁 period (502–557) during 
the Southern Dynasties era into a work knows as the Gaosengzhuan 高僧伝 (Biog-
raphies of Eminent Monks). The biographies, divided into ten volumes according 
to what remained of their histories, are preceded by a chapter entitled “Yijing-
pian” 訳経篇 (Sūtra translation) in which contains the following.
The spread of the exalted laws of Buddhism in our country is assuredly 
the meritorious achievement of the translators of Buddhist texts. Some 
crossed the burning deserts while others crossed the stormy seas, endan-
gering their lives, sacrifi cing themselves to spread the Law. The opening 
of the Buddhist Way is truly due to them. This pious act is truly something 
to be admired. For this reason, I have placed the “Sūtra translation” 
chapter at the beginning.3)
 The Tang 唐 period Buddhist historian, Dao Xuan 道宣 (596–667), edited a 
second collection of biographies entitled Xu-Gaosengzhuan 続高僧伝, and fol-
 1） This is the standard term for Buddhist texts translated into Chinese and will be used throughout this 
paper.
 2） Okayama, 1996, p. 10.
 3） Gaosengzhuan 高僧伝 T 50: pp. 418–419.
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lowed the earlier example set by Hui Jiao and placed the same chapter, Sūtra 
translation, at the beginning of the work, and extols “the achievement of transla-
tion as truly an extraordinary thing.”4) These translations were the basis from 
which Chinese Buddhism developed, and the importance these translations held 
was something of which the Buddhists were all aware from ancient times.
 To explain how these translations were accomplished and who did them is 
more complex. According to the Buddhist translations that have survived to the 
present day, the standard practice was to provide at the beginning, the title of the 
sutra, the name of one or two translators and the era in which the translation was 
made. The Bore boluo miduo xinjing 般若波羅蜜多心経 (Prajn˜āpāramitā-hrdaya-
sūtra), for example, has the title followed by “translated by Xuan Zang 玄奘 of 
Tang.” Despite the attribution to one person, the number of people actually 
involved in most of the translations, in most instances, is believed to have been 
a joint effort between Indian and Central Asian monks who had immigrated to 
China, and Chinese Buddhists. For example, the earlier mentioned Biographies 
of Eminent Monks by Hui Jiao is based upon the Chusanzang jiji 出三蔵記集 
(Compilation of Notes on the Translation of the Tri-pitaka), the oldest catalogue 
of Buddhist works edited by Seng You 僧祐 (445–518) from the Liang period of 
the Southern dynasty. The thirteenth volume contains the biography of Zhu 
Foshuo 竺仏朔 according to which:5)
In the second year of the Guanghe 光和 period during the reign of the 
Emperor Ling 霊帝 during the Later Han 後漢 period (CE 179), in 
Luoyang 洛陽, Zhu Fuoshuo translated the Banzhou sanmei-jing 般舟三昧
経. At this time, Lokaksema provided an oral translation, which Meng Fu 
孟福 from Luoyang in Henan 河南 and Zhang Lian 張蓮 committed to 
paper.6)
 From this, it is clear that Zhu and Lokaksema, who will be discussed below, 
 4） Xu-Gaosengzhuan 続高僧伝 T 50: p. 459.
 5） The Chusanzang jiji is more than a catalogue and contains sections the following sections: Yuanqi 
縁起 (Origins), Mulu目録 (Catalogue), Jingxu 経序 (Sutra Preface), Zalu 雑録 (Miscellaneous 
Records).
 6） Chusanzang jiji T 55: p. 96.
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as well as the two Chinese, Meng and Zhang, participated in the translation.
 As is well known, the two celebrated translators, Kumārajīva 鳩摩羅什 from 
the late Qin 後秦 dynasty and Xuan Zang from the Tang dynasty, with the 
emperor’s support, collected a gifted staff and organised a “translation studio 訳
場” where large-scale translation was undertaken.7) It is important, however, to 
realise that Kumārajīva and Xuan Zang were not isolated fi gures and that there 
were other “translation studios”. While there may have been differences in the 
scale, the structure was nonetheless similar. As discussed below, from the earliest 
period of the sutra translation in late Han dynasty, translation was a the coopera-
tive undertaking by several people each of which had their own function to fi ll. 
Occasionally, observers and visitors participated in debates. The names of the 
translators preserved in Buddhist texts are the primary fi gures, and represent a 
fraction of those people actually involved in the translation of the texts.
 The presence of monks transmitting a foreign culture’s religion, Buddhism, 
working with Chinese adherents of Buddhism as they attempted to represent a 
foreign culture in their own language rendered these “translation studios” places 
of immediate interaction and exchange. They can be seen as embodying the intent 
of a forum; in other words, a space in which cultures overlapped or borders 
crossed. The act of translation is in itself cultural exchange, and the fi nished 
Chinese translation of a Buddhist text can only be seen as cultural reproduction.
 Issues surrounding the establishment and development of Chinese transla-
tions of Buddhist texts have been objects of scholarly scrutiny. This essay is an 
attempt to reconsider the larger link connected with the problems born from 
translations of Buddhist texts as part of the process of cultural interaction.
A. The Beginnings of Buddhist Translation
1. The Earliest Translations
 It remains unclear when and how the translation of Buddhist texts actually 
began in China. The oldest record relating the transmission of Buddhism is found 
in the biography of Xirong 西戎伝 of the Weilue 魏略 collated by Yu Huan 魚豢 
 7） It is said, for example, that Kumārajīva gathered a large number of priests specifi cally for translation 
as a state sponsored enterprise in Ximing-ge and Xiaoyao-yuan, while Zhu Zang did the same thing 
at the Dacien Temple, the expenses of which was born by the Tang government. (Oda 1966, pp. 
79–92)
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from the Kingdom of Wei during the Three Kingdoms Period.
In the past, during the fi rst year of the Yuanshou 元寿 of emperor Ai’s 哀
帝 reign in the early Han dynasty (BCE 2), Yi Cun 伊存, the emissary of 
the emperor of the Dayuezhi 大月氏, transmitted orally the Fotu-jing 浮屠
経 (Buddhist text) to the Boshi Dizi 博士弟子 (doctoral student) Jing Lu 
景盧.8)
 The Buddhist text in question, the Fotu-jing that Jing Lu learned orally, has 
been lost.
 The clearest reference in existing historical documents attesting to the begin-
ning of Chinese translations of Buddhist texts indicates the later Han dynasty, 
after the reign of the emperor Huan 桓帝 (146–167). At this time, An Shigao 安
世高 from Parthia in Central Asia, and Lokaksema 支婁迦讖 from Yuezhi 月支 
arrived in China and began translating Buddhist works into Chinese. Seng You 
from Liang collated Chusanzang jiji, in which the following information on the 
actual beginnings is included:
An Shigao was widely learned in Buddhist texts, particularly the Abhid-
harma was his area of expertise. He had also memorised the scriptures on 
meditative contemplation and thoroughly mastered the true essence of 
these works. He travelled throughout various countries as an itinerant 
monk on pilgrimages to spread the word. In the late Han dynasty, at the 
beginning of the emperor Huan’s reign, he fi rst arrived in China. His 
talents were remarkable, and he immediately could understand anything 
with one listening. After entering China, he mastered the language in no 
time at all, and interpreted numerous Buddhist scriptures, translating the 
Hu language 胡語 (Indian and Central Asian languages, or Sanskrit) into 
Chinese.9)
Concerning Lokaksema,
 8） Xirong-chuan 西戎伝 in Weilue 魏略 Wei, collated by Yu Huan 魚豢 , in Sanguoshi Weishi 三国志・
魏志 vol. 30.
 9） An Shigao chuan 安世高伝 in Chusanzang jiji 出三蔵記集 , T 55: p. 95.
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Lokaksema had memorised numerous scriptures, and aspired to promote 
Buddhist Law. At the end of emperor’s Huan’s reign during the late Han 
dynasty (about 167), he came to Luoyang. During the Guanghe and 
Zhongping 中平 periods during the reign of the following emperor, 
emperor Ling (178–188), he transmitted and interpreted three Hu language 
texts: the Bore Daoxing pin 般若道行品, the Shou lengyan-jing 首楞嚴経, 
and the Pan zhou sanmei 般舟三昧.10)
 In this fashion, the Buddhist texts that both An and Lokaksema had memo-
rised became the basis for translation in China. Many of those texts believed to 
have been translated by An Shigao are indeed the Abhidharma and texts on 
meditative contemplation, which agrees with what is recorded in the Chusanzang 
jiji. Those texts translated by Lokaksema are all Mahayana texts and thus refl ect 
his origins in Yuezhi, a country in which Mahayana Buddhism was practiced. As 
is recorded in their biographies, it is thought that their primary purpose was to 
promote those Buddhist teachings that they valued.11) The process by which they 
made the decision to translate Buddhist texts as a means of accomplishing their 
desired spread of Buddhism is unclear. Nevertheless, during the reign of the 
emperor Ming 明帝 in the late Han dynasty (57–75), the existence of one section 
of the population had been identifi ed as adherents to Buddhism.
 From the amount of time between this period and the era of An Shigao and 
Lokaksema’s activities, it is possible to argue that the translation of Buddhist texts 
did not start with the arrival of Buddhism in China.12) At the very least, it is pos-
sible to say that there was a general level of awareness of Buddhism in Luoyang, 
and that the number of Chinese who understood and cooperated with Buddhism 
gradually increased. At the same time, it is also believed that they expressed the 
desire to translate Buddhist texts into Chinese, which in turn marks the beginnings 
of translation endeavours.
10） Zhichen chuan 支讖伝 Chusanzang jiji 出三蔵記集 , T 55: p. 95.
11） “It is impossible to know the reasons for their motivation to move to China … but perhaps it was 
indeed the religious fervour of spreading Buddhist doctrine in China, a land where Buddhist 
thought remained undeveloped.” Okayama, pp. 13–14.
12） The second emperor of the late Han, Ming, had a half-brother, King Ying of Chu 楚王英 . In the 
biography of King Ying of Chu in the Houhanshu 後漢書 , it is recorded that he worshipped the 
Buddha with Huang Di 黄帝 and Lao Zi 老子 .
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2. The Division of Labour in Translation – Who Were the Translators?
 Other records of the foreign monks active during the late Han period survive, 
and the fi rst example below of Zhu Foshuo 竺仏朔 is one. Zhu, according to the 
Chusanzuang jiji, 
The shramana 沙門 (wandering monk) Zhu Foshuo was Indian. During the 
reign of the emperor Huan during the late Han dynasty, Zhu arrived in 
Luoyang with the Daoxing jing 道行経 in hand, and translated the text 
from the Hu language into Chinese. … In the second year of the Guanghe 
period under emperor Huan (179), Zhu Foshuo translated the Chuanzhou 
sanmei in Luoyang. At this time, Lokaksema worked at interpreting the 
texts orally to in Luoyang Henan Meng Fu and Zhang Lian who then 
wrote them down.13)
 In the passage given above, the names of those people cooperating in the 
translation are clearly given. This is the oldest document that provides insights to 
the structure of the “translation studio”.
 With the translation of the Chuanzhou sanmei, three roles are clear. From the 
names given at the end, Meng and Zhang were responsible for the writing of the 
text, a process in which they listened to an oral presentation, this oral presentation 
being Lokaksema’s interpretation, which they then transcribed, Lokaksema’s 
function being the interpretation of the spoken word. Lokaksema’s interpreted 
Zhu Foshuo’s presentation, which was not a interpretation per se as it is believed 
that he recited the sutra in the Hu language. If Zhu Foshuo actually interpreted 
the text, Lokaksema’s interpretation would have no meaning.
 Records show an incremental increase in number of foreign monks engaged 
in the translation of Buddhist texts, from the late Han dynasty through the early 
Jin 西晋 dynasty. As for the translation of Buddhist texts, however, there are 
numerous instances in which the attribution is simply “a certain priest translated 
a certain sutra”, and few examples that clearly show the translation process. The 
biography of the monk Samghabhadra 僧伽跋澄 from Gandhāra 䟖賓, who visited 
the capital of Changan 長安 in the early Qin dynasty, includes the following:
13） Zhichen-chuan with Zhu Foshuo-chuan 支讖伝附竺仏朔伝 Chusanzuang jiji, T 55: p. 95.
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Samghabhadra was from Gandhāra. … In the Early Qin dynasty, at the 
end of the emperor Fu Jian’s 苻堅 reign (385), he arrived in Changan. … 
Samghabhadra arrived carrying the Poxumi-jing 婆須蜜経 written in the 
Indian language. Zhao Zheng 趙政 asked for this work to be translated. 
With this, Samghabhadra was assisted by Dharuma Nanti 雲摩難堤 and 
Gautama Samghadeva 僧伽堤婆 in the recitation of the sutra, while the 
shramana Zho Foshuo 竺仏念 from Qin provided an oral interpretation, 
and Hui Song 慧嵩 transcribed Zho’s interpretation. Dao An 道安 and Fa 
He 法和 revised this version.14)
 Since antiquity, the translation of the Poxumi-jing has been attributed to 
Samghabhadra and others, the others here thought to be Dharuma Nanti and 
Gautama Samghadeva; however, from what can be determined from this record, 
Samghabhadra and the remaining two recited the sutra in the original Indian 
language, and Zho Fonian provided a simultaneous interpretation into Chinese, 
which was then written down by Hui Song. Dao An and Fa He were responsible 
for the fi nal editing. Should this be the case, Zhu Foshuo actually translated the 
text.
 There are other examples similar with the Saṃghabhadra translation – that 
is to say, the name give for the translator is that of the person who provided the 
recitation of the original text in the Indian language while somebody else was 
responsible for the translation into Chinese.15) Rather than the act of translation 
itself, the attribution given for the translation at the beginning of sutras refl ects 
the importance attached to the transmission of the sutra to China. More than 
anything else, the most important and fundamental aspect is the oral teaching of 
the sutra in the Hu language at the beginning of the translation – this fi rst trans-
mission of the Buddhist scripture to China was through oral instruction – and the 
name given for as translator with the title of the sutra represents the person who 
recited the sutra in the original language rather than the person who actually 
translated the text into Chinese. It is necessary to realise that the names provided 
by Hui Jiao and Dao Xuan as translators does not mean the same thing as it does 
14） Sengqie bacheng-chuan 僧伽跋澄伝 Chusanzang jiji T 55: p. 99.
15） Funayama has indicated that a similar example can be seen with Gunabhadra during the Southern 
Dynasty. Funayama 2002, p. 4.
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today.
B.  Translation Theory for Buddhist Texts into Chinese – the Problem 
of Prose and Accuracy
 After the sutra to be translated had been decided, as discussed above, what 
ensued was a cooperative enterprise between the foreign monks and the Chinese. 
The sutra was read aloud, a simultaneous interpretation was given, which was 
then written down, after which literary embellishments and editing and were 
effected, and the fi nal Chinese version of the sutra produced. At each stage of the 
process, problems arose regarding both vocabulary and prose, which were a 
source of great trouble for the translators. For example, should some of the terms 
be transliterated preserving the sound of the original pronunciation, or should they 
be translated to convey meaning? Should the prose of earlier translated sutras be 
emulated or not. Should the highly repetitive prose of the original sutras be main-
tained? These and other problems were frequently alluded in the early translations 
and discussed in terms of wen 文, or prose, and zhi 質 or accuracy. This section 
examines the debate surrounding wen and zhi in the sutra translation studios and 
those involved in the debate.
1. Wen and Zhi: Antithesis and its Expansion
 The original concept of wen and zhi is found in chapter Yong Ye 雍也 in the 
Lunyu 論語. “Should simplicity be stronger than embellishment, this refl ects an 
uncivilised man. Should embellishment be stronger than simplicity, it is the work 
of a writer of documents. With the proper balance of embellishment and simplic-
ity, for the fi rst time, we see a splendid human being.”16) This concept was com-
monly invoked in the debates surrounding the translation of Buddhist texts.
 Nevertheless, with the critique of Buddhist translations, the meaning of wen 
and zhi gradually acquired new aspects not seen in the original concept found in 
the Lunyu. Wen came to indicate prose and expression that emphasised elegance, 
embellishment; it meant a prose that translated meaning. Zhi came to indicate a 
style that emphasised simplicity and faithfulness to the original transmission of 
the original and meant something close direct translation. These two concepts 
came to form two opposing ideas forming a single concept of which the transla-
16） Kanaya 1999, pp. 116–117.
Cultural Reproduction on its Interface
132
tors were aware.
 Naturally, the ideal of the fi nal form was to have both qualities as described 
in the Lunyu in the translated prose; however, this was a distant ideal for the 
translators of the Buddhist texts. The anonymous author of the afterword to the 
shoulengyan-jing 首楞厳後記 writes,
When translating, the vocabulary and the contents remain the same as the 
original and there have been no embellishments. When prose is embel-
lished, it approaches vulgarity; when simplicity and accuracy are empha-
sised, it approaches The Way. Only the sages are capable of combining 
wen and zhi, and I have chosen accuracy in an attempt to approach The 
Way.17)
 As can be seen from the above passage, the translators were extremely aware 
of the diffi culties inherent in translation. If the translator should not be a sage 
capable of reconciling wen and zhi, then one of the two should be chosen. The 
act of deciding which of the two qualities the translator should focus refl ects their 
awareness of wen and zhi as opposites forming a concept.
 Wen and zhi, however, were not restricted to the prose of Buddhist sutras and 
their translations; it was also a concept applied to the boundary separating the Hu 
language and the Chinese language. In the early Qin period of the Wuhu 五胡 era, 
Dao An was participating in the translation of Buddhist texts in Changan. He also 
took great efforts in the creation of prefaces for newly translated sutras and the 
compilation of sutra catalogues. In his writings, he frequently discusses the dis-
crepancies between the Hu language and Chinese in terms of wen and zhi. 
In general, the Indian classics admire simplicity of prose. They are there-
fore diffi cult to immediately understand, even if you should ask the 
meaning with impatience.18)
The Indian sutras cherish simplicity; the people of Qin favour elegant 
17） Shoulengyan houji 首楞厳後記 in Chusanzang jiji T 55: p. 49. See Nakajima 1997 for a discussion 
of the forewords and afterwords found in the Chusanzang jiji. 
18） Dao An 道安 , Dashierxiemen-jingxu 大十二門経序 in Chusanzang jiji, T 55: p. 46.
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prose.19)
 Another fi gure, Zhao Zheng, who was active as a translator of Buddhist texts 
at the same time as Dao An wrote,
In the past, the translators of Buddhist texts hated the simplicity of the 
Indian language and adjusted the translated prose to meet popular tastes.20)
 From this it can be argued that the Buddhists formed a view of the languages 
of Western China, the original language of the sutras, to be zhi, while the pre-
ferred style of the Chinese language and people was wen. Regardless of whether 
or not the quality of zhi actually exists in the Western Chinese languages, the 
perception of self and other and the respective languages possessing the opposing 
qualities of wen and zhi brought about a clear awareness of the disparities 
between the structures of language. It is believed that this in turn resulted in an 
increased awareness of the diffi culties encountered in translation.
2. “Wen” and “Zhi” in Translation
 I wish to return to an earlier point and explore how wen and zhi became a 
problem in translation of Buddhist texts. The oldest discussion of this problem 
was by Zhi Qian 支謙 from the kingdom of Wu 呉 during the Three Kingdoms 
Period. Tradition claims that the author is anonymous; however, the foreword to 
the Dhammapada 法句経序 claims the work is indeed by Zhi Qian because of the 
content.
In the third year of Huangwu 黄武 (224), Wei Qinan 維祇難 arrived in 
Wuchang 武昌from India. I received from him the fi ve hundred chapters 
and verses of the Faju-jing (Dhammapada). I requested Zhu Jianyan 竺將
炎, who had come with him, to provide an interpretation. While Zhu 
Jianyan was competent with the Indian language, he still had yet to 
acquire facility with the Chinese language. Because of this, there were 
times when some of the words were left in the original language, but 
19） Dao An 道安 , Mohe boruo boluomi-jing chaoxu 摩訶鉢羅般若蜜経抄 in Chusanzang jiji, T 55: p. 52.
20） Dao An 道安 , Piposha-xu 䧨婆沙序 in Chusanzang jiji, T 55: p. 73.
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represented with Chinese characters; there were also times when the 
meaning was translated, rendering the prose simple and approaching a 
direct translation. Initially, I disliked the lack of literary elegance in the 
prose.21)
 It is said that Zhi Qian’s family was originally from Yuezhi, but as they had 
been living in Wu from his three generations, his thinking and viewpoint was 
Chinese. Given that he was the one who made the request for the translation of 
the Faju-jing, it is clear that he was also follower of Buddhism. Given Dao An’s 
paradigm of wen/zhi, Zhi’s dislike of the foreign monk Zhu’s translation because 
it lacked elegance in its simplicity may be natural. With this translation, Wei 
Qi-nan emphasised that “those who translate sutras should render them under-
standable to people, and not lose sight of meaning.” Those participating all sup-
ported this idea, and in the end, Zhu Jianyan’s translation was the one selected 
for inclusion.22) That is to say that the foreign monk’s zhi translation was seen as 
more appropriate.
 While the wen/zhi debate continued in the translation studios, a signifi cant 
change takes place. The anonymous afterword to the Samgha Rāks asa-sūtra 僧伽
羅刹集経後記 includes the following on the state of the translation of Buddhist 
texts in the early Qin period.
The Poxumi jing 婆須蜜経, the Ekôttarikâgama 増一阿含 and the Xuan-
wang-jing 幻網経 that Dharuma Nanti 曇摩難提 interpreted, all cite Zhu 
Fonian, who was an thoroughly learned and talented scholar and speaker. 
He questioned the idea that the language of India was simple or direct, 
and as the Chinese preferred embellished prose, at every opportunity, he 
polished the sentences, and reduced the number of redundancies. Dao An 
and Zhao Zheng deeply admired these translations, and strove to maintain 
the original structure with the accuracy of their editing.23)
 Zhu Fonian is believed to have been from Liangzhou 涼州, but it is unclear 
21） Faju-jingxu 法句経序 in Chusanzang jiji, T 55: p. 50.
22） ibid 
23） Sengqie luochaji-jing houji 僧伽羅刹集経後記 in Chusanzang jiji, T 55: p. 71.
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whether or not he should be considered a foreign monk. Nevertheless, it is 
thought that his role was translation, that is to say, the role of conveying the 
meaning of the sutras. If, however, Zhu Fonian’s emphasis of wen is compared 
with Zhi Qian’s reception and emphasis upon wen, the two standpoints are dia-
metrically opposed. The same hold true for the editors. While both Dao An and 
Zhao Zheng were both Chinese, they emphasized zhi. Compared with Wei Qi’nan 
who transmitted these texts and who also favoured zhi, their opposition to Zhu 
Fonian’s emphasis on zhi stands in stark contrast. While unquestionably the same 
wen and zh,; the emphasis of those who transmitted the texts and those who 
received the texts has been reversed.
 Soon after Buddhist texts began to be translated in China, the Chinese per-
ceived the translations by the foreign transmitters of Buddhist culture as favouring 
zhi, some of this attributable to technical restrictions, the Chinese came to see the 
desirable quality of the translation as being zhi; however, with the passage of time 
and the large number of Buddhist texts translated into Chinese, and the large 
number of foreign priests who entered China, they gradually became aware of the 
Chinese preference for wen, and it is thought that for the purpose of proselytizing, 
they saw the use of wen as a practical means of approaching the people. From 
the perspective of the Chinese, however, the early translations were fi lled with 
unusual terms and ideology, which rendered the texts diffi cult to understand, and 
therefore favored translations that met their literary taste of wen. With the deepen-
ing understanding and knowledge of Buddhism, earnestness and truthfulness 
came to be emphasized, which lead to the quality of zhi being a desirable quality 
in the translations. Dao An and Zhao Zheng’s claim of the Hu language embody-
ing zhi and insistence that the translations should refl ect the original support this 
idea. If this is indeed the case, both the foreign monks and the Chinese changed 
with the process of understanding the “other”, the result being that a reversal of 
wen and zhi. Through this mutual infl uence, this phenomenon of consistently 
changing relationships can be considered as another example of the process of 
“cultural exchange”.
Conclusion: Is the Perfect Translation Possible?
 When Seng You of Liang edited the Chusanzang jiji, he included the follow-
ing section: Huhan yijing yingyi tongwei-ji 胡漢訳経音義同異記, in the fi rst 
volume. This is an extremely interesting section of the book and clearly refl ects 
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Seng You’s awareness of his own thinking on translation and the Indian and 
Chinese languages. The following is an excerpt from this section.
Deep reason is without voice, and thus requires the use of words to refl ect 
meaning. The spoken word, however, leaves no trace, which then requires 
the written word. The written word is therefore a refl ection of the spoken 
word, and the spoken word a refl ection of truth. Even if the spoken word 
and the written word should be utterly different, as a means to convey 
truth, all languages are the same.
The sounds of the Hu language, the composition of one word is not fi xed 
and can make use of more than one syllable. Or, one character can repre-
sent numerous truths, or again, with the presence of additional words, 
meaning can be unifi ed. … As the Hu language is multi-syllabic, it is 
necessary to add words or phrases to form meaning. To accurately trans-
late this into Chinese is extremely diffi cult.
Whether or not the meaning is conveyed is therefore up to the translator, 
while the zhi and wen of the prose is the responsibility of the writer. If 
there is somebody equally conversant with both the Hu language and 
Chinese, the meaning of the original will be made clear, after which, 
should the deep inner meaning of the sutra be conveyed, it is possible to 
have a correct translation. At one time, there was not one translator who 
had mastered this. Therefore, it is important to realise that the diffi culties 
encountered with the early translations of Buddhist sutras is not because 
of problem in the original text, but defects or weaknesses in the transla-
tion.24)
 In Seng You’s view, the Hu language and Chinese were both the same lan-
guage as a means to represent truth. In other words, it is possible to represent the 
One Truth, or Buddhist Law, in any language, which in turn refl ects the belief 
that a perfect translation is possible. Nevertheless, the characteristics of the Hu 
language and Chinese are radically different, which made accurate translation an 
extremely diffi cult undertaking. If the translator were equally fl uent in both lan-
guages, it would be possible. Seng You believed as a premise that perfect transla-
24） Huhan yijing yingyi tongwei-ji 胡漢訳経音義同異記 in Chusanzang jiji, T 55: p. 4.
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tion was indeed possible, which therefore implies that the original was without 
fl aw and the incomprehensible sections of the Chinese translations were the fault 
of the translator. (Another of Seng You’s premises was that the original was 
perfect.) The absoluteness of this assertion aside, if this represents Seng You’s 
linguistic view, it also suggest that he believed that is was possible to understand 
the “culture” expressed through the Hu language, and that it was also possible to 
reproduce this culture within Chinese culture through Chinese.
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